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Abstract. Farmers’ markets may improve access to healthful foods in rural areas. Our objective was to identify
facilitators and barriers to farmers’ market use in a rural county. We collected data via surveys, focus group sessions, and key informant interviews. Study participants identified the two existing farmers’ markets as community
assets. Barriers to use farmers’ markets included inconvenient market hours, not accepting nutrition assistance
program benefits, limited transportation, and limited variety. Interventions to improve food access should include
ways to meet the needs of specific populations such as low-income residents and residents living in outlying areas
without farmers’ markets.

INTRODUCTION
Consuming a healthful diet and engaging in physical activity
are critical for prevention and management of obesity and
chronic conditions. Factors that influence dietary choices
include individual, social, physical, and environmental
(Story et al., 2008). Examples of environmental influences
associated with obesity include areas with limited access to
grocery stores (food deserts) and areas with a high presence
of fast food and junk food (food swamps) (Cooksey-Stowers
et al., 2017).
The use of farmers’ markets offers a promising strategy for improving food environments to increase access to
healthful foods. Previous studies have shown that farmers’
market use is associated with increased intake of fruits and
vegetables both among different populations (AbuSabha et
al., 2011; Freedman et al., 2013) and in rural communities
(Pitts et al., 2014). A systematic review of facilitators and
barriers to farmers’ market use found several influences on
shoppers’ decision to utilize markets, including economic,
spatial, social, and personal factors as well as factors in service delivery (Freedman et al., 2016). Some consumers view
farmers’ markets as opportunities to socialize and support
local communities and as a source of good quality foods.
However, other consumers identify barriers to using markets, such as inconvenient locations and hours of operation
(Freedman et al., 2016).
The benefits of farmers’ markets extend beyond the consumer to communities and producers (Abel, et al., 1999).
Despite these benefits, questions remain about whether
farmers’ markets are accessible to all individuals (Byker
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et al., 2013). An analysis of farmers’ markets in the United
States found that markets are not frequently located within
food deserts, but are located in geographic areas with higher
socioeconomic status and a higher proportion of white residents (Schupp, 2019). In addition, limited income consumers
experience several barriers to use farmers’ markets, including
not being able to use nutrition assistance program benefits at
farmers’ markets and limited transportation (Freedman et
al., 2016).
With expertise in family and consumer sciences, agriculture and natural resources, and community economic
development, Extension is well-poised to engage community
members to identify needs and employ interventions that
increase accessibility to farmers’ markets for all (Civittolo,
2012). Extension’s broad reach and community connections
within rural and urban areas ensure that existing and newly
formed farmers’ markets meet the needs of communities,
producers, and all community residents (Abel et al., 1999).
The objective of the study described in this article was to
utilize Extension’s expertise and partnerships in a rural Tennessee county to identify facilitators and barriers to farmers’
market use among residents.

METHODS, STUDY, POPULATION, AND SETTING
We used data collected in an obesity prevention program,
Hardeman Healthy Outreach (H20) for Healthy Weight, led
by University of Tennessee Extension in Hardeman County,
Tennessee. We refer to this program as “H2O” in short. H20
is a community-based project funded by the Centers for Dis-
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ease Control and Prevention (CDC) High Obesity Program
(HOP). HOP projects target counties with adult obesity rates
of 40% or higher using environmental and systems level
changes to improve access to healthful foods and increase
physical activity.
In 2019, H2O conducted a comprehensive needs assessment to identify community challenges and facilitators for
healthful behaviors within each of the nine communities
(eight incorporated and one unincorporated towns) in the
county, which has a total population of 25,050. For this paper,
we included only data related to farmers’ market use in the
county.
PROCEDURE

The institutional review board for human subjects at the University of Tennessee approved the study protocol. We used
several methods to collect data, including surveys, focus
groups with county residents, and interviews with key informants. County Extension staff worked to identify, engage,
and convene a steering committee consisting of leaders from
each community and representatives from the county hospital, the health department, and the school system. Steering
committee members helped recruit adults to complete the
survey and to participate in focus group sessions. Extension
staff identified and recruited professionals for key informant
interviews. Focus group sessions lasted for about one hour,
and key informant interviews lasted for about 30 minutes.
MEASURES

The survey consisted of questions about access to healthful
foods, including a question about whether or not respondents shopped at farmers’ markets located in the county. If

respondents answered “no,” a follow-up question was asked
about the reasons for not shopping at farmers markets. For
the focus group sessions and key informant interviews, we
developed open-ended questions to engage participants and
promote discussions about healthful behaviors.
DATA ANALYSIS

We analyzed survey data using descriptive analysis. We
audiotaped and transcribed focus group sessions and made
detailed notes for the key informant interviews. We analyzed qualitative data through content analysis, using NVivo
version 10 to mine the data, create categories, and tag the
data (Cresswell, 1998). We used an open coding approach
to create and then aggregate the categories (Cresswell, 1998;
Krueger, 2014). Two authors (SJ and KF) independently
coded the transcripts, then jointly reviewed their findings
and discussed any discrepancies to reach consensus.

RESULTS SURVEYS
Table 1 shows the demographics of respondents. Of 1,085
surveys collected, 990 were complete and included in this
analysis. Most respondents were female (79%), White (77%),
and aged 18–64 years (78%). Demographic compositions
in the study sample were different from those of the county
(U.S. Census Bureau). Also, 7% of participants reported
receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistant Program (SNAP)
benefits, which was less than half of the rate in the county
(TN Department of Human Services).
More than half of participants reported that they buy
fruits and vegetables at the farmers’ markets (Figure 1).
Regarding the reasons for not shopping at farmers’ mar-

Table 1. Demographics of Survey Participants Compared with the County

Surveys

Focus Groups

Hardeman County

990

61

25,050

Female

79%

67%

45%

Male

21%

33%

55%

18–64 years

78%

62%

62%

≥ 65 years

22%

38%

19%

Black

21%

21%

42%

White

77%

77%

55%

Other

2%

2%

3%

7%

–

18%

n
Gender, percent

Age group, percent

Race, percent

Individuals who reported
receiving SNAP benefits, percent
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Reported reasons for not shopping at farmers’ markets
(frequencies in descending order)
• Market hours of operation 50%
• Not enough variety 14%
• Too expensive 11%
• Other reasons (e.g., inconvenience) 11%
• Not knowing about farmers’ market 6%
• Not accepting SNAP 4%
• Poor quality food 3%

Figure 1. Shopping at the farmers’ markets.

kets, the most common reported reason was that “they are
not open during the hours I usually shop,” followed by “not
enough variety” (Figure 1).
FOCUS GROUP SESSIONS AND INTERVIEWS

A total of 61 residents participated in nine focus group sessions conducted in different locations across the county.
Table 1 shows the demographics of participants. Most participants were female (67%), White (77%), and aged 18–64
years (62%). In addition, a total of 25 professionals and community leaders participated in the key informant interviews,
including civic leaders, health care professionals, educators
from public schools and Head Start, faith-based leaders,
business owners, and volunteers. About half of interview
participants were female (48%) and about one fourth were
African American (28%).
COMMUNITY ASSETS

This rural county has two farmers’ markets located in two different incorporated towns—one in the middle of the county
with over 5,000 residents and the other in the southwest
corner of the county with almost 500 residents. Participants
from six of the nine communities identified the two existing
farmers’ markets as assets that increased access to healthful
foods for residents. Overall, there were 19 positive comments
about the farmers’ markets. Most of these positive comments
(13 of the 19) were made by participants who resided in the
two communities where the markets were located.
Positive comments included basic statements about the
value of the markets such as: “The farmers’ market is good,”
and “Great farmers’ market in [town].” Other positive comments were related to the number of customers: “[Town’s]
got [a farmers’ market] and they do pretty good. I mean they
draw a lot of people in.”
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Participants also commented about the importance of
being able to buy fresh produce from local producers. Typical
comments included:
“I try to buy [at the farmers’ market] to support the
community.”
“I will go to [community name] for the farmer’s
market because those are our neighbors, so to
speak.”
BARRIERS

Participants from five of the nine communities identified
challenges related to shopping at farmers’ markets located in
the county. Overall, there were 13 comments related to barriers. Neither of the two farmers’ markets accepted SNAP Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) and participants identified this
as a barrier for low-income customers. Comments included:
“The new farmers’ market is open one day a
week . . . but does not accept EBT.”
“Most people here use an EBT card and they can’t
take that to the farmers’ market.”
Another barrier was distance to the markets for people
who lived outside of the two communities where the markets were located. Comments included: “I am not driving [15
miles away],” and “That’s a long way away.” However, some
commented that they would be willing to drive farther away
for markets that had a better variety such as, “[Market outside of the county] is further mileage, but it’s just more to get
when you’re there.”
Lack of variety was identified as another barrier. This
included markets that focused more on crafts and other
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goods than food and markets that did not have enough vendors to provide produce. Typical comments included:
“The farmers’ markets here are getting very distracted away from food.”
“The struggle is to get people to bring the food that
they do grow that they have left over.”

DISCUSSION
The objective of our study was to identify facilitators and
barriers to farmers’ market usage among residents of a rural
county with a high obesity rate. Survey results indicate that
over half of respondents shopped at the local markets. Our
qualitative findings support the survey results, with several
participants identifying the markets as community assets
and an important means to support local producers and
businesses.
Similar to previous studies (Freedman et al., 2016),
we found that farmers’ markets are perceived as important
sources for healthful foods, and shopping at local farmers’
markets is viewed as an opportunity to support local communities. With regards to barriers for not using farmers’ markets, survey findings and qualitative findings were different.
Survey respondents identified inconvenient market hours as
the top barrier. However, participants in focus group sessions
and interviews identified additional barriers that are especially relevant for low-income residents, including not being
able to use EBT and lack of transportation. Given that only
7% of our survey sample reported participating in SNAP,
this may explain why financial and transportation challenges
were not highlighted in the survey’s findings.
One important aspect to keep in mind is that farmers’
markets have to compete with other food retailers and other
markets. A struggle in rural farmers’ markets can be finding
vendors who provide enough produce with a wide variety to
entice customers. Our study illustrates that some people are
willing to go farther to buy produce from markets in other
counties, but residents would prefer to shop nearby to support their farmers and communities
Findings of our study indicate the importance of conducting needs assessments that include multiple methods,
when possible, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of community needs. The demographic characteristics of survey respondents and focus group participants
differed from the county population in terms of race and
gender, and so, our findings may not be representative of all
Hardeman County residents. Future studies should include
low-income populations to capture their specific challenges
related to healthful foods access. Our findings also highlight
the importance of identifying community assets and facilitators for healthful behaviors rather than focusing only on
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needs and barriers. In initiatives that target health issues
like obesity, a strengths-based approach to needs assessment allows community members to focus both on positive
aspects of where they live as well as to identify potential solutions to challenges. Furthermore, these results indicate the
importance of tailoring food access interventions to address
challenges for specific populations such as low-income residents as well as residents living in outlying areas without
farmers’ markets.

LESSONS LEARNED AND
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
The results showed that farmers’ markets are perceived as
community assets. However, barriers may limit usage by
certain community members. Extension personnel may
benefit from using multiple assessment methods, including
surveys, focus group sessions, and key informant interviews,
to understand the role of farmers’ markets in rural communities. Extension can play an important role in convening
multi-sector partnerships to address barriers for farmers’
market usage to help ensure accessibility to healthful foods
for all community members.
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